Classification of positive inotropic agents.
Although there is increasing recognition that all inotropic agents are not alike, they continue to be viewed in the generic sense because of the lack of a classification system. Analogous to the classification system proposed for the antiarrhythmic agents over 20 years ago, a classification system is proposed that categorizes inotropic agents according to their mechanisms of action. Agents are classified as those that augment contractility by increasing intracellular levels of cyclic adenosine monophosphate (class I); affect ion channels or pumps (class II); modulate intracellular calcium regulation (class III), and augment contractility through multiple pathways (class IV). This classification system does not suggest that some classes of inotropic agents might be more effective than others nor does it imply that potential beneficial effects are shared by all members of each class of drugs. However, it provides a framework for better understanding of the potential benefits and limitations of the traditional inotropic agents as well as the increasing number of new investigational drugs.